

This is a guide that will help teachers structure text based questions for ELA related tasks.  Text based questions have replaced questions about student opinions, feelings or related experiences. Students must able to read a text closely and to cite text evidence to support their answers to comprehension questions and tasks.  When developing questions for ELA passages, teachers should now choose text based questions. Notes and explanations for discussion are included with each question. 
How can students better understand the questions being asked of them on required ELA tasks? The key is in understanding a question is in learning the vocabulary embedded in the questions being asked. Here is a list of text based questions and explanations that may be helpful.
What is the central idea of this selection?  
The phrase “central idea” is another way of saying “theme” or “main idea.” The word central, in this case means “at the heart of” the story or selection. The central idea may be the main focus, lesson learned, or moral of a story.
What is the theme of this passage? 
“Theme” is basically a synonym for “central idea.” The theme is an idea or concept that is central to the story. A story may have more than one theme. The theme may be summed up in a single word: love, death, betrayal, loneliness, etc. When asked about the theme of a story, students must look for a pattern that weaves throughout the entire passage. The theme may illustrate a lesson learned, a moral, or a large idea. For example, if “loneliness” is one theme of a story, the student must be able to cite textual details and examples to illustrate the character’s loneliness. If a story has a moral or lesson such as “greed will hurt you in the end,” the student must identify this lesson and use textual details to show how a character has been hurt by his or her greed.
What is the central theme of the story?
 Notice that both words, central and theme, are now used in the question. This question is just a rewording of the above two. 
Why is this section important to the passage?
Students may be given an excerpt or small section of a passage to examine to see how it relates to the central idea or theme. A section of text will be important if it gives a clear illustration of the story’s theme or central idea. 
How does this illustration help the reader support the author’s explanation? 

Or 
What is the importance of the photograph/chart/ graph that goes along with the passage?  
Illustrations often support, or further explain, main ideas, central ideas or themes of passages. Students must explain how the illustration enhances, supports or further explains what the main idea of what the author’s is trying to communicate.
How is this idea developed in the article? 
In this question, the “idea” is the central theme. A theme is developed in a step by step way. Through close reading, students must be able to discover and cite the step by step way the author develops the central theme. For example, if the central theme is, “It’s better to be safe than sorry,” students must be able to list details of the character’s foolish behaviors that have led him to his sorry state at the end of the story.  
There are various ways students will be asked to cite details or textual evidence to explain an answer. Here are a few questioning techniques:
Find support in the text… 
Find evidence from the text to support… 

Which detail supports the text…

Which claim is supported by this detail…?
A claim is something an author is trying to prove or wants the reader to believe. The student’s job is to identify the author’s claim, by ask him/herself, “What is the author trying to prove?” For example, if the student is given the detail, “In 1983, 12,000 people in the United States died of this deadly disease.”  This detail may support the author’s claim that, “If steps are not taken to combat AIDS, it will become a major threat to our population.” 
How is the conclusion supported by this example? 
In this question, students will be given a detail that supports the conclusion or end result. They must be able to explain how this detail supports or has led to the conclusion.
Why does the author most likely include this detail?
This question wants students to recognize that the given detail will likely support the author’s claim or his/ her feelings about the topic. Students must ask themselves, “What is the author’s claim?” or “How does the author feeling about his topic?” Next, the student must analyze the given detail and explain how it relates to the author’s feelings or claim.
How does this example illustrate...? 
Students must become familiar with the term, “illustrate” as a synonym for “show” or “explain.” 
Which detail is most important to include in a summary? Why? 
In this question, students must be able to identify and select a detail that strongly supports the author’s feelings or author’s claim, to show that it would be important to include in a summary. 
How does the scientist’s perseverance help her succeed in this passage?
 Or
How does the main character’s selfishness hurt him in the end? 
In these questions, students are being asked to connect a character trait with a certain outcome. These are  cause and effect questions. Students must understand that positive character traits, such as perseverance or fortitude, will often result in positive outcomes: achieving success, happiness or winning; whereas, negative character traits, such as, selfishness or greed, will often result in negative outcomes: loss of respect, loss of friendship, unhappiness etc. Students must be able to cite textual evidence to show how the given character trait has led to the end result.
What is the effect of…? 
This is an example of a cause and effect question. It’s another way of asking, “What happens because of…”
What affect did Joe’s actions have on his friend? 
Again, this is a cause and effect question. Students must be able to identify textual details identifying Joe’s actions and how these actions affected his friend.
How does this detail indicate the author’s feelings? Or
How does this excerpt indicate the author’s feelings? Or

How does the passage indicate the author’s feelings? 
Some questions ask you identify an author’s feelings, about his her topic. Often, an author uses details that support his or her feelings about a particular person, environmental event, political situation etc. Is the author for or against an issue? Does the author support or shun a particular person or character? The evidence is in the details. The difference in these questions is the amount of text they must examine to determine the author’s feelings. 
How does the main character change over time? 
When students are asked to cite how a character changes over time, he/she must make sure to use textual evidence to indicate the character’s personality, attitude or set of beliefs at the start of the story, as well as, to describe the transformation that has taken place by the end. For example: Francis Tucket changes from a carefree, innocent, fourteen year old who relied on his parents for guidance, to a wise, independent, and cautious young man, who had learned how to protect himself in the wild. Details from the beginning of the story and from the end of the story must be included to fully answer a transformation question.
How does the author organize this article?
In the case of a nonfiction article, students must explain that the author used headings, sub headings, graphics and captions to relay the information in the article. The subheadings acted as main ideas for each small section and graphics and captions further illustrated the topic. If the passage is an interview, students must be able to explain that the article is set up in a question/answer format with the information being revealed through the answers of the person being interviewed.
What is the narrator’s point of view? 
Students must decide who is telling the story. Is the story being told in the first, second or third person point of view? Next, students must identify the narrator’s feeling about a particular character or about what is happening in the plot. 
Why does the author emphasize the word choice in this phrase?
A writer’s selection of words may relate directly to the meaning, or message being conveyed; to the diction, or way of speaking; or the tone, or level of formality of the dialogue.  Students must be able to relate the author’s word choice to the author’s purpose for communicating in that manner. For example, in Huck Finn, Mark Twain has his characters use colloquial dialogue and slang, as a way of showing the prevailing prejudices and attitudes toward Blacks in the South.   
What is the relationship between characters?  
Characters’ relationships are built through dialogue, plot and circumstance. To answer a question related to the relationship between two characters, students will want to briefly describe each character, their personalities, and how or why they interact with each other. This would be a larger task, as opposed to a quick question.
How does this sentence contribute to the story?
When given an example as text evidence, students must determine what story element is being supported by the sentence? Does it relate to the characters, setting, plot, or theme? Does the sentence support the central theme? Students must determine why this sentence was chosen for them to examine and then and explain why the sentence is important in the telling of the story.
How does the author build suspense in this story?
This question is asking students to review the plot and to cite text details leading from the problem up to the climax and through the resolution. This would probably take the form of a longer task.

How does the character fell about…?

Students must be able to determine a character’s feelings concerning a problem in the story and to identify the character’s feelings using textual evidence.

